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 To the editor:  
In their interesting paper Kjellsson and colleagues suggest that relative measures of health inequality 
for bounded variables may depend on whether the probability of success (attainment) or failure 
(shortfall) is studied. Thus they argue there is a temptation for researchers studying health inequality 
trends to select either relative success or relative failure as their relative measure; whichever is 
more favourable to their position [1].   However, it is worth emphasising that a frequently used 
relative measure, the odds ratio, like measures of absolute difference, is symmetrical [2, 3]. It does 
not matter if attainment or shortfall is studied; the odds ratio for one will be the reciprocal of the 
other, so the trend will be the same whether attainment or shortfall is studied. To illustrate let us 
take their example of life expectancy, where attainment was life expectancy and shortfall was lost 
life expectancy (100 years -life expectancy). The table compares their group B to A under their 
various scenarios: an initial situation and various levels of change in attainment and shortfall to 
achieve an average life expectancy increase of 25 years.  As the authors show, the risk ratios for 
attainment and shortfall under the various scenarios show a different change in inequality from the 
initial position.  Because life expectancy and short fall life expectancy in group A and B in the change 
scenarios are mirror opposites these risk ratios are reciprocal, this is not always the case as shown 
by the initial scenario. The odds ratio on the other hand gives the same result whether attainment or 
shortfall is studied.  Comparing relative trends using odds ratios may be problematic for many other 
reasons such as the odds ratio only equating to the relative risk when studying a rare event and the 
non-collapsibility of odds ratios [2, 3] but the trend will be the same whether the outcome is studied 
as a failure or success. 
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 Table. Odds ratios and risk ratios for Kjellsson and colleagues’ four life expectancy scenarios studied 
as attainment and shortfall. Shortfall is presented as the inverse for ease of comparison.  
Authors’ 
Scenarios 
OR attainment 1 / OR shortfall RR attainment 1/ RR shortfall 
Initial 1.71 1.71 1.5 1.14 
Red / Yellow 
(same absolute 
increase) 
1.49 1.49 1.22 1.22 
Blue (same 
proportional 
increase in 
attainment) 
2.25 2.25 1.5 1.5 
Green (same 
proportional 
increase in 
shortfall) 
1.31 1.31 1.14 1.14 
 
 
 
